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to describe life realistically and to satirise fools and
flighty women. Unlike the others, however, he was
both a poet and a man of sensibility, who sought passion-
ately at times for the finer side of life. Not content with
what he saw about him he set off to a new and delight-
fully artificial world of his own devising.

This does not mean that all the characters of The Way
of the World are fantastic. On the contrary the villainous
Fainall and the crazily jealous Mrs. Marwood are figures
of intense realism. But Millamant is compact of wit,
caprice and fancy. Yet she is a recognisable person,
endowed by the genius of her creator with an ethereal
reality.

There are three elements in the plot. One, purely
comic, arises from. MirabelPs ruse in disguising his
servant Waitwell as an aristocrat and instructing him
to make love to Lady Wishfort, in order that his master
may demand the hand of her niece Millamant as his
price for not disclosing the ridiculous deception practised
upon her. The second concerns the machinations of
Fainall and Mrs. Marwood who discover this scheme
and attempt to turn it to their own advantage. The
third is the progress of the love affair between Millamant
and MirabelL

Congreve's supremacy lies in his perfection of style.
It is by it that his characters live. We know no more
about their background than we do of Racine's figures.
That, however, is the only point in common. Whereas
Racine's characters are real and tangible, Congreve's
only exist in the moment of their appearance on the stage.
They are, as Mr. F. W. Bateson has neatly put it,
imprisoned in the dialogue. But the style illuminates
the characters. Unlike Wilde, whose personages are
uniformly brilliant, Congreve only gives to each the
words proper to the individual character.

It is true that Congreve, though he can paint a portrait
of manners, is not expert like Wycherley at handling a plot.